£ 

;o 


Gt.  Brit.  Parliament. 
House  of  Commons. 
Committee  on  laws  relating 
to  the  manufacture,  sale, 
and  assize  of  bread 
Report 


HD 

90s? 


REPORT 


FROM    THE 


COMMITTEE 


OF   THE 


HOUSE  OF  COMMONS, 


ON 


Laws  relating  to  the  Manufacture)  Sale,  and  Assize  of 

BREAD. 


Ordered,  by  The  House  of  Commons,  to  be  Printed, 
6  June,  181£. 


9c 


rp<2 


REPORT,  &c. 


THE  COMMITTEE  appointed  to  inquire  into  the  State 
of  the  existing  Laws  which  regulate  the  Manufacture 
and  Sale  of  BREAD,  and  whether  it  is  expedient  to 
continue  the  Assize  thereon  under  any  and  what  Regu- 
lations, and  to  report  the  Matter  thereof  as  it  should 
appear  to  them  to  The  House,  together  with  their  ob- 
servations and  opinion  thereupon ;  and  to  whom  the 
Petition  of  several  Bakers  of  the  City  and  Suburbs  of 
the  City  of  Canterbury,  was  referred  ;  — 

JLLAVE  proceeded  in  pursuance  of  the  Orders  of  the 
House,  to  examine  and  compare  the  Statute  called  Assisa 
Panis  et  cervisi&,  made  in  the  51st  year  of  Henry  III, 
with  the  Ordinances  made  in  the  reign  of  Edward  I,  the 
12th  year  of  Henry  VII,  the  34th  of  Elizabeth,  and  the 
Book  of  Assize  published  by  Order  of  Council  in  the  year 
1638. 

Your  Committee  find,  that  the  51st  of  Henry  III,  was 
(at  the  petition  of  the  Bakers  of  Coventry,)  an  Exempli- 
fication of  certain  Ordinances  of  Assize  made  in  the  reign 
of  King  John,  the  purpose  of  which  appears  to  have  been 
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to  regulate  the  charges  and  profits  of  Bakers  ;  it  being 
stated,  immediately  after  the  specification  of  the  Table  of 
Assize  in  the  Act,  "  that  then  a  baker  in  every  quarter  of 
wheat  (as  it  is  proved  by  the  King's  bakers)  may  gain 
fourpence  and  the  bran,  and  two  loaves  for  advantage ; 
for  three  servants  three  halfpence,  for  two  lads  one  half- 
penny, in  salt  one  halfpenny,  for  kneading  one  halfpenny, 
for  candle  one  farthing,  for  wood  twopence,  for  his  bultel 
(or  bolting)  three  halfpence,"  in  all  sixpence  three  far- 
things, and  two  loaves  for  advantage. 

Your  Committee  observing  the  allowance  thus  stated 
to  be  made  to  the  bakers,  was  partly  in  money  and  partly 
in  bread,  proceeded  to  examine  in  what  way  the  Table  of 
Assize  was  constructed  for  the  purpose  of  ensuring  to 
them  that  allowance  ;  and  they  found,  that  of  eight  sorts 
of  Bread  which  were  included  in  the  Table,  the  sixth  is 
that  which  has  been  called  wheaten  bread  in  the  subsequent 
Assize  Laws.  Of  this  bread  it  is  stated  in  the  table,  "  when 
wheat  shall  sell  at  12d.  the  quarter,  the  farthing  loaf 
shall  weigh  lOl.  lls.  6d."  which  weight  (as  was  usual  in 
those  times)  being  expressed  in  pounds  shillings  and  pence, 
Your  Committee  find  to  be  the  Saxon  or  Tower  pound, 
which  is  to  the  Troy  pound,  in  the  proportion  of  15  to 
16  ;  and  accordingly,  when  the  Troy  weight  was  establish- 
ed in  18th  of  Henry  VIII,  the  Tables  of  Assize  were  duly 
adjusted  in  that  proportion.  Subsequently,  in  the  13th  of 
Charles  I,  when  the  avoirdupois  weight  was  introduced, 
the  Tables  were  again  adjusted  according  to  the  known 
principle,  that  73  ounces  troy  equal  80  ounces  avoirdu- 
pois. 

From  which  statement  it  is  pparent,  that  the  quantity 
of  wheaten  bread  expressed  in  the  Statute  by  the  denomi- 
nation of  IOL  Us.  6d.  is  equal  to  lO.575lbs.  troy,  and 
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8.7087lbs.  avoirdupois  ;  as  one  loaf  of  this  weight  was  to 
be  sold  for  a  farthing  when  a  quarter  of  wheat  was  at  I2d. 
it  follows  that  48  such  loaves  (which  weigh  41 .802lbs. 
avoirdupois)  was  the  exact  quantity  of  bread  which  was 
to  be  sold  for  the  price  of  a  quarter  of  wheat ;  whatever 
bread  could  be  made  from  it  over  and  above  418lbs.  was 
for  the  baker's  advantage,  and  this  is  stated  in  the  Statute 
to  have  been  proved  on  experiment  to  have  amounted  to 
two  loaves  ;  and  if  these  were  peck  loaves,  452lbs.  1 4oz. 
of  wheaten  bread  was  the  quantity  obtained  by  the  King's 
bakers  from  a  quarter  of  wheat. 

Your  Committee  proceeded  to  examine,'  whether  the 
quantity  of  bread  which  can  be  made  from  a  quarter  of 
wheat,  is  such  as  to  justify  the  above  interpretation  of  the 
Statute ;  and  they  found  in  the  Report  of  a  Committee  of 
the  House  which  sat  in  1774,  the  detail  of  many  accurate 
experiments  upon  that  subject ;  but  Your  Committee  beg 
leave  to  refer  to  the  record  of  an  experiment  which  was 
reported  to  the  House  by  the  Committee  on  the  high  price 
of  provisions  in  the  year  1800,  by  which  it  appears  that 
the  flour  from  a  quarter  of  wheat  weighing  only  55  Ibs.  a 
bushel,  and  dressed  after  the  mode  now  in  use  for  prepar- 
ing flour  for  the  London  Market,  was  baked  into  433  Ibs. 
of  wheaten  bread,  and  2,5  Ibs.  of  household  bread.  And 
Your  Committee  relying  confidently  upon  the  accuracy 
of  that  experiment,  are  thereby  assured,  that  when  the 
baker  was  forced  to  sell  no  more  than  41 8  Ibs.  of  bread 
for  the  price  of  a  quarter  of  wheat,  he  really  obtained 
in  surplus  bread  the  two  loaves  for  advantage  which  the 
Statute  professed  to  allow  him;  although  it  is  probable 
the  bread  was  not  of  quite  so  fine  a  quality  as  the  wheaten 
bread  now  in  use. 

The  Money  allowance  appears  by   its  specified  applica- 
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tion  in  the  Statute,  to  have  been  for  the  purpose  only  of 
repaying  the  baker's  charges  for  grinding  and  baking. 
The  advantage  loaves  were  for  his  maintenance  and 
profit ;  but  Your  Committee  do  not  find  the  mode  is 
exactly  specified  by  which  the  money  allowance  was  paid  ; 
in  later  times  the  mode  of  payment  was  described  at  length 
in  the  book  published  by  Order  of  Council  in  the  latter 
part  of  the  reign  of  Queen  Elizabeth,  and  which  refers 
to  a  former  book  of  Assize  as  follows : 

"  In  the  reign  of  Henry  VII,  the  bakers  were  allowed 
two  shillings  for  their  charges  in  baking  a  quarter  of  wheat 
and  the  bran,  as  plainly  appeareth  in  the  said  old  assize 
book,  which  hath  relation  to  the  Statute  of  Winchester 
aforesaid,  in  which  assize  book  it  is  declared  in  what 
manner  the  said  two  shillings  is  to  be  allowed  ;  that  is  to 
say,  when  wheat  was  at  12s.  the  quarter,  the  baker  should 
bake  at  145.  the  quarter ;  when  at  145.  he  is  to  bake  at 
1 6s.  the  quarter ;  as  in  the  said  book  is  to  be  seen,  and 
is  to  follow  at  the  same  rate  at  what  price  soever  wheat  is 
at  the  quarter."  As  this  mode  has  been  in  use  down  to 
the  present  time,  and  is  above  referred  to  as  having  been 
long  established,  it  is  probably  that  which  was  in  the 
earliest  times  adopted. 

Your  Committee  proceeded  to  trace  the  successive 
alterations  which  had  taken  place  in  these  two  allowances 
to  the  bakers,  and  with  regard  to  the  payment  in  money, 
they  found  it  was  from  time  to  time  increased  and  altered ; 
in  the  12th  of  Henry  VII,  it  was  raised  to  two  shillings  per 
quarter ;  and  Your  Committee  beg  leave  to  point  out, 
that  a  large  portion  of  this  allowance  appears  to  have 
been  appropriated  to  the  baker  and  his  family,  who  by 
51  of  Henry  III.  were  provided  for  by  the  advantage 
loaves. 
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"Anno  1405,  12  Henry  VII,  and  as  the  said  book  of 
assize  declareth,  when  the  best  wheat  was  sold  at  7s.  the 
second  at  6s.  6d.  and  the  third  at  6$.  the  quarter, 

The  Baker  was  allowed,  s.    d.  ' 

Furnace  and  wood     --.- O6 

The  Miller         04 

Two  journeymen  and  two  apprentizes  ....  o  5 
Salt,  yeast,  candle  and  sack  bands  -02 

Himself,  his  house,  his  wife,  his  dog,  and  his  cat     -     O     7 

in  all     ....    2     O 

And  the  Branne  to  his  advantage." 

But  as  418  Ibs.  was  still  the  quantity  of  Bread  to  be  sold  for 
the  price  of  a  quarter  of  Wheat,  Your  Committee  are  led  to 
believe  that  the  allowance  in  Bread  no  longer  continued  to 
be  noticed. 

During  the  reigns  of  James  I,  and  Charles  I,  the  Money 
allowance  was  at  6s. ;  by  the  Statute  of  8th  of  Anne,  the 
Money  allowance  was  raised  to  125.  but  by  a  slight  error 
in  the  calculation  of  the  tables  the  weight  of  Bread  was  re- 
duced to  41 7  Ibs.  ;  and  as  this  Statute  continued  in  force 
down  to  the  year  1758,  this  accidental  variation  is  the  only 
one  which  for  the  long  period  of  556  years  took  place  in  the 
quantity  of  bread  which  was  to  be  sold  for  the  price  of  a 
quarter  of  wheat. 

The  act  of  31  Geo.  II,  repealed  the  8th  of  Anne,  and  it 
contained  a  table  of  assize  constructed  on  a  principle  differ- 
ing from  all  those  which  preceded  it  ;  instead  of  417  Ibs. 
the  bakers  were  to  sell  no  more  than  365  Ibs.  of  wheaten 
bread  for  the  price  of  a  quarter  of  wheat,  and  52  Ibs.  of 
bread  were  by  these  means  added  to  the  two  advantage 
loaves  originally  granted,  an  alteration  which  could  not  fail 
materially  to  raise  the  price  of  bread  ;  and  Your  Committee 
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therefore  beg  leave  to  point  out  its  practical  result.  By  the 
table  in  8th  of  Anne,  when  wheat  was  at  84s.  and  the 
baker's  allowance  at  12s.  the  quarter,  4  Ibs.  5  oz.  8  dr. 
being  a  -quartern  loaf  of  wheaten  bread,  was  to  be  sold  for 
one  shilling. 

By  the  table  of  Geo.  II,  when  wheat  was  equally  at  S4s. 
and  the  baker's  allowance  at  12 s.  the  quarter,  the  quartern 
loaf  of  wheaten  bread  was  to  be  sold  for  13fc?.  But  as 
there  is  nothing  in  the  act  itself,  or  in  any  of  the  record  of 
the  House,  which  Your  Committee  have  examined,  which 
in  any  way  notices  the  important  alteration  above  pointed 
out,  Your  Committee  have  no  means  of  explaining  the 
grounds  on  which  it  was  made. 

The  operation  of  the  law  however,  and  the  higher  price 
of  bread  it  occasioned,  gave  rise  to  much  inquiry  ;  and  in  the 
13th  of  the  King,  an  act  was  passed,  the  object  of  which 
was  to  restore  the  bread  laws  to  their  former  footing. 
This  statute  contained  a  re-enactment  of  the  table  of  the  8th 
Anne,  and  contained  also  specific  directions  for  dressing 
the  flour  of  which  the  bread  was  to  be  made  ;  but  as  these 
directions  were  in  themselves  contradictory,  and  as  the  pro- 
fits to  the  bakers  were  by  the  construction  of  the  table  so 
largely  reduced,  they  found  means  to  prevent  the  possibility 
of  putting  it  in  force  in  London,  although  an  attempt  was 
made  to  do  so  in  the  year  1 80O. 

Your  Committee  having  proceeded  thus  far  in  their  ex- 
amination of  the  tables  of  assize,  by  which  according  to  the 
market  price  of  wheat  (and  Litrerly  of  flour)  the  price  of 
bread  was  to  be  set,  proceeded  to  inquire  in  what  way 
that  market  price  was  directed  to  be  ascertained ;  and  on 
this  subject  they  found  nothing  earlier  than  the  statute  of 
Anne;  therein  it  is  directed  generally,  "That  the  magis- 
trates in  setting  the  assize  of  bread,  are  to  have  respect  to 
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the  price,  the  grain,  meal  or  flour  whereof  such  bread  shall 
be  made,  shall  bear  in  the  several  public  markets.  " 

By  the  31st  of  Geo.  II,  the  magistrates  are  in  like  man- 
ner directed  "  to  have  respect  to  the  prices  which  grain, 
meal  and  flour,  shall  bear  in  the  public  market;"  but  it  pro- 
ceeds also  to  direct  and  empower  the  meal  weighers  of  the 
city  of  London  to  collect  the  respective  prices  the  grain, 
meal,  or  flour  shall  openly  and  publicly  be  sold  for  during 
the  whole  market,  and  not  at  any  particular  times  thereof; 
and  the  returns  so  collected,  the  mealweigher  or  clerk  of 
the  market  was  to  give  in,  and  to  certify  upon  oath ;  and 
by  these  returns,  the  price  of  bread  continued  to  be  set  as 
long  as  the  31st  Geo.  II,  continued  in  operation. 

Your  Committee  beg  leave  in  this  place  to  point  out,  that 
the  preamble  of  the  act  of  Anne  contains  a  clear  definition 
of  the  object  of  these  laws,  which  is  there  stated  to  be  "  to 
provide  for  the  observance  of  the  due  assize,  or  the  reason- 
able price  of  bread,  and  to  prevent  covetous  and  evil-dispo- 
sed persons  for  their  own  gain  and  lucre,  from  deceiving 
and  oppressing  her  Majesty's  subjects,  especially  the  poorer 
sort;5'  and  Your  Committee  are  of  opinion,  that  without 
the  allowance  made  to  the  bakers,  whether  it  is  in  advan- 
tage bread  or  in  money,  or  in  both,  is  moderate  and  reason- 
able :  and  further,  that  without  the  returns  which  are  ob- 
tained of  the  prices  of  wheat  or  flour,  are  the  real  prices  at 
which  they  are  bona  fide  sold  openly  and  in  public  market, 
the  above  defined  benevolent  intention  of  the  Legislature 
cannot  be  obtained  by  the  operation  of  the  assize  law  ;  and 
Your  Committee,'( referring  to  the  detail  they  have  given  of 
the  most  essential  points  in  those  laws  which  have  hereto- 
fore been  acted  upon,  by  which  it  appears  that  the  advantage 
bread  continued  to  be  allowed  to  the  bakers,  whilst  the 
money  allowance  was  largely  increased,  and  whilst  the  value 
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of  the  surplus  bread  was  increased  also  with  its  augmented 
money  price,)  cannot  but  entertain  doubts  whether  the 
assize  laws,  even  in  their  earlier  and  better  state,  ever 
really  effected  their  intended  object ;  but  in  later  times, 
when  the  tables  in  the  31st  Geo.  II,  came  into  use,  Your 
Committee  are  founded  in  believing  they  had  a  contrary 
effect. 

Your  Committee  next  proceeded  to  examine  the  act  of 
the  37th  of  the  King,  and  the  subsequent  acts  by  which  that 
act  has  been  explained  and  amended ;  and  they  found  in 
the  first  place,  that  their  operation  is  limited  to  the  city  of 
London,  and  the  space  within  ten  miles  of  the  Royal  Ex- 
change ;  the  first  of  these  acts  contains  two  tables  of  assize, 
one  for  wheat,  and  another  for  flour ;  and  it  is  left  to  the 
discretion  of  the  magistrate  to  fix  the  price  of  bread  either 
by  the  one  or  the  other,  as  he  may  see  fit ;  and  Your  Com- 
mittee finding,  that  this  is  the  first  statute  which  ever  con- 
tained a  regular  flour  table,  beg  leave  to  point  out  the  coursa 
of  this  innovation  in  the  ancient  assize  system  ;  from  the  year 
1202  to  1709,  the  price  of  bread  depended  solely  on  the 
price  of  wheat ;  and  the  allowance  to  the  bakers  always  in- 
cluded the  charges  for  grinding  and  bolting ;  and  by  the 
ancient  custom  of  the  land,  where  toll  was  taken,  every 
twentieth  grain  (or  5  per  cent,  on  the  weight  of  the  wheat) 
was  deemed  sufficient  remuneration. 

It  was  not  until  the  8th  of  Anne  that  the  magistrates 
were  directed  to  have  reference  to  the  price  of  flour  in  fix- 
ing the  assize  of  bread  ;  but  it  appears  on  the  journals  of 
the  House,  that  in  the  year  1735,  a  petition  was  presented 
to  the  House  by  the  bakers'  company,  stating  the  hardships 
under  which  they  labored,  and  praying  that  the  assize  of 
bread  might  be  set  by  the  price  of  flour.  A  Committee  to 
whom  this  petition  was  referred,  reported  to  the  House, 
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that  the  petitioners  had  fully  proved  the  allegations  in  their 
petition,  and  recommended  the  assize  of  bread  should  be 
set  by  the  price  of  flour ;  and  it  appears  that  a  bill  was 
brought  in  accordingly,  but  the  House  did  not  proceed 
therein;  the  31st  Geo.  II,  in  part  provided  for  this  object, 
for  it  is  therein  directed  generally,  that  2O  peck  loaves  are 
to  be  made  and  sold  from  a  sack  of  280lbs.  of  flour ;  and 
by  this  direction  it  appears  the  Magistrates  of  the  City  of 
London  proceeded  to  fix  the  price  of  bread,  and  from 
that  time  but  little  reference  has  been  had  to  the  price  of 
wheat.  Still,  however,  the  directions  were  only  general, 
until  the  37th  of  the  King  provided  a  regular  table  for  the 
purpose,  calculated  upon  the  same  principle  as  was  laid 
down  in  the  former  Act ;  and  here  it  is  to  be  observed, 
that  no  advantage  bread  was  intended  to  be  allowed  to  the 
baker,  it  having  been  assumed  that  20  peck  loaves  is  the 
whole  quantity  which  can  be  made  from  a  sack  of  flour, 
though  your  Committee  were  informed  by  several  witnesses 
whom  they  examined,  that  a  larger  quantity  is  almost  always 
made  from  it ;  by  this  table  a  money  allowance  of  11s.  8d. 
per  sack  was  made  to  the  baker,  which  has  been  subse- 
quently increased  to  14s.  Id. 

The  wheat  table  differs  but  little  from  that  in  the  preced- 
ing Act,  though  it  has  been  calculated  on  the  principle  that 
seven  bushels  and  a  half  of  wheat  are  equal  to  the  price 
of  a  sack  of  flour,  and  not  as  it  ought  to  have  been,  on  the 
quantity  of  bread  which  could  be  obtained  from  a  quarter 
of  wheat ;  but  the  result  is,  that  the  quantity  of  365lbs.  of 
bread  in  the  table  of  31st  Geo.  II.  is  increased  to  37 libs. ; 
by  which  alteration  the  advantage  bread  is  reduced  to  49lbs. 
and  the  two  loaves  originally  granted  ;  in  addition  to  this 
there  is  a  money  allowance  of  14s.  per  quarter,  which  has 
since  been  increased  to  16s.  9d. ;  and  your  Committee  beg 
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kave  to  point  out  that  this  sum  amounts  to  more  than  8d. 
on  a  peck  loaf,  whereas  the  money  allowance  on  a  sack  of 
flour  is  less  than  that  amount ;  the  larger  allowance  being 
intended  to  cover  the  charges  of  grinding,  whilst  the  amount 
of  the  surplus  bread  would  seem  to  have  escaped  notice ; 
by  either  of  these  tables,  though  constructed  on  such  wide- 
ly different  principles,  the  magistrates  may  fix  the  price  of 
bread  ;  but  as  the  value  of  the  allowance  in  the  one  is  so 
much  larger  than  in  the  other,  the  price  of  bread  by  the 
one  could  not  fail  to  be  greater  than  by  the  other,  if  the 
charges  for  converting  wheat  into  flour  bore  the  same  pro- 
portion to  the  price  of  a  quarter  of  wheat,  which  for  many 
centuries  they  continued  to  do  in  this  country  ;  and  on  this 
part  of  the  subjects  your  Committee  could  not  help  observ- 
ing with  surprise,  that  the  price  of  bread  as  actually  set  by 
the  flour  table,  was  nearly  as  high,  and  sometimes  actually 
higher,  than  it  would  have  been,  if  set  by  the  wheat  table. 

With  a  view  to  ascertain  the  cause  of  this  unexpected 
operation  of  the  law,  your  Committee  proceeded  to  examine 
the  mode  in  which  the  returns  of  flour  and  of  wheat  are 
now  obtained ;  and  with  regard  to  the  first,  they  found, 
that  instead  of  the  mode  which  has  been  before  pointed  out, 
the  bakers  are  now  directed  to  make  weekly  returns  upon 
oath,  to  the  Cocket  Office,  of  all  flour  and  meal  which  shall 
have  respectively  been  bought  by  them  during  the  week 
preceding  ;  and  the  price  of  bread  depends  entirely  on  the 
average  of  these  returns,  as  they  must  be  acted  on  as  true 
without  they  can  be  proved  to  be  false,  whenever  the  price 
of  bread  is  set  by  the  flour  table. 

The  prices  of  wheat,  on  the  other  hand,  are  returned  by 
the  sellers  of  it ;  all  corn  factors  and  dealers  being  directed 
to  return,  to  the  Meahveighers  of  the  City  of  London,  an 
account  of  all  corn  sold  by  them ;  and  your  Committee 
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on  examination  were  led  to  conclude  that  these  last  returns 
are  correctly  made. 

It  appears  respecting  flour,  that  a  small  portion  only  of 
•what  is  included  in  the  bakers'  returns  is  bought  and  sold 
in  public  market,  and  that  the  full-priced  bakers  are  very 
little  in  the  habit  of  attending  the  flour  market,  or  of  endea- 
vouring to  purchase  flour  at  the  lowest  price  ;  that  they  are, 
for  the  most  part,  persons  in  needy  circumstances,  largely 
indebted  to  the  millers  and  flour  factors  with  whom  they 
deal,  and  in  consequence  are  under  the  necessity  of  receiv- 
ing flour  from  them  at  the  price  they  think  fit  to  put  upon 
it,  provided  only  that  the  flour  is  of  the  best  quality,  and 
the  price  not  higher  than  that  which  is  returned  as  the  ge- 
neral price  of  the  week  to  the  Lord  Mayor ;  though  it 
appears  by  the  evidence,  that  it  can  at  all  times  be  pur- 
chased for  ready  money  or  on  short  credit,  for  a  less  price 
than  the  bakers  are  content  to  take  it  at. 

That  your  Committee  in  searching  for  the  causes  of  this 
unusual  state  of  the  flour  trade,  could  not  fail  to  observe, 
that  the  peculiar  operation  of  the  assize  makes  the  price  of 
bread  exactly  to  depend  upon,  and  to  vary  with,  the  return- 
ed prices  of  flour,  and  by  so  doing  prevents  the  bakers 
(taking  them  as  a  trade  collectively)  from  having  any  direct 
interest  in  the  price  at  which  they  purchase  flour  ;  whatever 
price  they  give  for  it  per  sack,  that  price  is  to  be  returned 
to  them  for  eighty  quartern  loaves ;  if  the  price  of  flour  is 
reduced,  a  simultaneous  and  exactly  corresponding  decrease 
in  the  price  of  bread,  prevents  the  bakers  from  deriving  the 
smallest  advantage  by  it ;  but  if  it  is  raised,  then  a  similar 
increase  on  the  price  of  bread  prevents  them  from  being 
exposed  to  the  smallest  loss  ;  equally  whether  the  price  is 
low  or  high  they  obtain  14s.  id.  per  sack  for  their  expenses 
in  baking,  and  if  80  quartern  loaves  was  the  precise  quantity 
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of  bread  they  could  at  all  times  make  from  a  sack  of  flour, 
they  would  have  no  interest  whatever  in  its  general  price, 
either  one  way  or  another  ;  but  the  surplus  bread,  whatever 
may  be  its  amount  which  they  can  make  above  that  quan- 
tity (and  it  is  stated  by  various  persons  to  average  from  two 
to  four  loaves,)  is  to  them  a  profit  in  kind,  the  value  of 
which  must  necessarily  increase  with  the  price  of  bread ; 
and  as  the  high  price  of  flour  which  occasions  this  increase, 
is  in  no  other  respect  disadvantageous  to  the  bakers,  they 
have,  as  far  as  it  goes,  an  obvious  interest  in  the  high  price 
of  flour;  and  it  is  the  operation  of  this  principle  to  which 
your  Committee  attribute  the  indifference  about  the  price, 
as  well  as  the  anxiety  about  the  quality,  of  flour,  for  the 
best  flour  will  always  make  more  bread,  as  well  as  whiter 
bread  ;  and  where  the  price  by  the  Assize  is  uniform,  the 
seller  has  no  mode  of  seeking  for  better  custom  but  by 
offering  a  whiter  loaf  than  his  neighbour. 

With  regard  to  the  sellers  of  flaur,  your  Committee  find 
that  they  are  eager  to  dispose  of  it  at  the  high  prices  return- 
ed to  the  Lord  Mayor ;  but  that  in  order  to  do  so,  it  seems 
they  must  be  content  to  sell  on  long  and  doubtful  credit, 
and  many  of  them  have  recourse  to  becoming  proprietors 
of  bakehouses,  and  carrying  on  the  baking  trade  on  their  own 
account  by  means  of  journeymen,  to  obtaining  leases  of 
bakers'  houses,  encouraging  journeymen  to  set  up  for  them- 
selves, and  to  giving  large  sums  for  the  good- will  of  bakers* 
houses.  The  frequency  of  these  practices  has  in  some 
measure  divided  the  trade,  as  those  who  incur  the  risks 
attendant  thereon,  expect  and  obtain  the  high  price  which 
they  agree  amongst  one  another  to  charge  for  flour,  whilst 
others  who  sell  for  money  in  a  regular  way,  are  contented 
with  a  lower  price,  and  latterly  it  has  led  to  the  establish- 
ment of  numerous  shops  in  which  bread  is  sold  below  the 
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assize  price  ;  and  your  Committee  are  informed,  that  these 
shops  are  enabled  to  go  on  chiefly  by  the  low  price  at  which 
flour  is  to  be  bought  by  persons  with  capital,  though  some 
of  them  appear  to  derive  advantage  from  selling  for  ready 
money  only. 

And  your  Committee  beg  leave  to-  point  out,  that  the 
high  prices  which  are  returned  to  the  Cocket  Office,  are 
further  influenced  by  the  following  circumstances : — 

First.  That  it  is  the  practice  of  some  bakers  to  return 
their  purchases  of  flour  at  a  full  credit  price,  though  they 
subsequently  obtain  an  allowance  for  prompt  payment  in 
the  shape  of  discount. 

Secondly.  That  much  flour  is  returned  at  a  higher  price 
than  that  at  which  it  was  purchased. 

Thirdly.  That  much  low-priced  flour  is  omitted  in  the 
returns  altogether. 

That  your  Committee,  for  the  foregoing  reasons,  being 
'led  to  believe  that  the  assize  price  of  bread  in  London  is 
higher  than  if  no  Assize  had  ever  existed,  were  further 
confirmed  in  that  opinion  by  information  which  they  pro- 
cured from  Manchester,  Birmingham,  Newcastle,  Bath,  and 
Lewes,  in  which  places  they  were  informed  no  Assize  was 
set ;  and  they  found  in  all  of  them  the  prices  both  of  Flour 
and  Bread  have  been  lower  than  in  London,  though  it  does 
not  appear  that  Wheat  has  been  cheaper :  but  on  this  head 
your  Committee  beg  leave  to  refer  to  the  statements  in  the 
Appendix,  (No.  8.") 

Your  Committee  then  thought  it  their  duty  to  consider 
how  far  it  might  be  possible  to  frame  an  Assize  law,  the  ope- 
ration of  which  should  be  free  from  the  foregoing  objec- 
tions ;  and  with  regard  to  the  first  and  main  objection, 
namely ;  That  under  an  Assize  it  is  of  60  importance  to  the 
Bakers  whether  the  price  of  Flour  is  low  or  high,  your 


161 


Committee  are  of  opinion  that  this  evil  is  inherent  in  the  na- 
ture of  an  Assize,  and  must  exist  in  any  Statute  which  could 
be  devised  ;  but  with  regard  to  the  others,  as  the  Committee 
found  the  returned  prices  of  Wheat  were  correct,  they  in- 
quired  into  the  expediency  of  setting  the  Assize  of  Bread  by 
them,  and  they  found  on  the  part  of  the  Bakers  a  settled  re- 
pugnance to  any  such  arrangement ;  and  it  was  also  repre- 
sented to  Your  Committee,  that  the  quality  of  Wheat,  and 
consequently  the  quantity  of  Bread  which  can  be  obtained 
from  it,  varies  so  materially  from  year  to  year,  and  from 
place  to  place,  that  no  average  quality  could  be  fixed  on  by 
which  to  form  a  table,  which  would  not  in  favorable  sea- 
sons, leave  to  the  Baker  far  too  large  a  profit  in  surplus 
bread,  and  in  others  (such  as  the  present)  might  even  com- 
pel him  to  sell  more  bread  for  the  price  of  a  quarter  of 
Wheat  than  could  possibly  be  made  from  it  j  whilst  at  all 
times  it  could  not  fail  to  give  the  Bakers  an  inducement  to 
buy  none  but  the  finest  and  most  productive  Wheats,  and 
materially  to  discourage  the  sale  of  those  of  lower  quality  j 
and  it  was  further  represented,  that  the  Wheat  Returns  are 
subject  to  frequent  and  sudden  variations,  from  the  demand 
at  one  market  happening  to  be  for  the  best,  and  at  another 
solely  for  inferior  Wheats :  For  which  reasons  Your  Com- 
mittee are  led  to  conclude,  that  no  benefit  is  likely  to  result 
from  any  mode  which  could  be  resorted  to  in  London,  of 
fixing  the  Assize  of  Bread  by  the  price  of  Wheat. 

Your  Committee  next  inquired  how  far  it  might  be 
possible  to  obtain  true  returns  of  the  price  of  flour ;  and 
they  found  by  including  the  whole  of  the  sales  now  made 
in  open  market,  and  by  compelling  the  sellers  of  flour  to 
make  the  return  and  not  the  bakers,  that  some  improve- 
ment might  be  made  ;  but  as  the  greater  part  of  the  flour 
consumed  in  London  is  disposed  of  to  the  bakers  on  long 
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credit,  in  the  way  before  described,  your  Committee  are 
of  opinion,  no  returns  of  those  purchases,  whether  made 
by  buyer  or  seller,  could  very  materially  differ  from  the 
imperfect  returns  at  present  obtained ;  and  with  regard  to 
the  frauds  which  your  Committee  were  assured  are  now 
practised  in  making  the  returns  of  the  prices  of  flour,  the 
inducement  to  have  recourse  to  them  under  any  regulations 
of  assize  must  be  so  strong,  and  the  difficulty  of  detection 
so  great,  that  your  Committee  are  of  opinion,  that  no 
enactment  could  avail  entirely  to  prevent  them  :  and  gene- 
rally, with  regard  to  fixing  the  assize  of  bread  by  the 
price  of  flour,  your  Committee  beg  leave  to  point  out, 
that  no  benefit  can  be  expected  to  result  from  it,  beyond 
that  of  fixing  a  rate  upon  the  labor  and  profits  of  the 
bakers,  whilst  the  miller  and  mealmen  must  be  left  wholly 
without  any  controul ;  and  your  Committee  are  distinctly 
of  opinion,  that  more  benefit  is  likely  to  result  from  the 
effects  of  a  free  competition  in  their  trade,  than  can  be 
expected  to  result  from  any  regulations  or  restrictions 
under  which  they  could  possibly  be  placed. 

Your  Committee  being  thus  led  to  conclude,  that  any 
remedy  to  the  evils  arising  from  the  assize  could  hardly  be 
brought  about  by  an  alteration  in  the  law,  beg  leave  also 
to  point  out,  that  the  competition  which  has  arisen,  even 
under  the  discouragement  of  an  assize,  has  already  re- 
moved a  part  of  the  evil ;  and  your  Committee  are  of 
opinion,  that  if  the  trade  was  thrown  open  by  the  repeal 
of  the  assize  laws,  it  would  have  the  effect  of  gradually 
drawing  persons  with  capital  into  it,  of  diminishing  the 
waste  of  labor  and  unnecessary  subdivision  of  profits, 
which  appear  by  the  evidence  at  present  to  exist. 

That  your  Committee  have  found  an  opinion  to  be  ex- 
tremely prevalent,  that  assize  laws  operate  beneficially  as 
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measures  of  police,  and  by  removing  from  the  bakers  to 
the  Magistrate  all  responsibility  for  the  price  of  bread, 
ensure  when  that  price  is  high  the  tranquillity  of  the  me- 
tropolis. But  your  Committee  could  not  find  that  any 
disturbances  had  arisen,  or  were  at  all  apprehended  from 
the  suspension  of  the  assize  in  the  populous  towns  of  Bir- 
mingham, Manchester,  and  Newcastle  ;  and  are  of  opinion, 
that  the  value  of  the  assize  laws  in  this  point  of  view  is  so 
secondary,  as  not  to  counterbalance  the  evils  apparently 
resulting  from  them. 

That  your  Committee  thought  it  their  duty  to  examine 
the  act  of  the  53d  of  Geo.  III.  and  they  observe  generally, 
with  regard  to  that  statute,  that  it  has  been  so  short  a  time 
in  operation  as  not  at  this  moment  to  be  duly  judged  of, 
though  it  cannot  fail  to  be  liable  to  the  general  objec- 
tions which  your  committee  have  pointed  out  as  applicable 
to  all  assize  laws. 

Finally,  Your  Committee  came  to  the  following  reso- 
lution : 

Resolved.  That  it  is  the  opinion  of  this  Committee, 
That  it  is  expedient  that  the  bread  assize  laws  for  the  city 
of  London,  and  within  ten  miles  of  the  Royal  Exchange, 
should  be  forthwith  repealed. 

June  6,  1815. 
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